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The Flood Control Act of
December 22, 1944, authorized
dam construction on a large scale
throughout the nation. The

objectives of this massive water control effort
were flood control, improved navigation, power
generation, conservation and
enhancement of fish and wildlife
habitat, creation of recreational
opportunities, and potential irri-
gation water for over three mil-
lion acres of previously unirri-
gated land. The downside of this
incredibly ambitious public
works program was that much
of the nation’s archeological her-
itage was threatened with
destruction or inundation as a
result of dam construction and
reservoir operation. It has been
estimated that at least 80% of
archeological remains are located
along the banks of rivers and

creeks.2 As a result, such massive water control
efforts could substantially destroy the lion’s share
of the archeological record in the U.S.

Bureaucracy and Planning
In May 1944, during the annual meeting of

the Society for American Archaeology, a planning
committee of concerned archeologists was
formed to review the past results and problems of
Works Progress Administration archeological
work. Problems perceived by the committee
included inadequate funding, lack of central
direction, insufficient numbers of trained super-
visory archeological personnel, publication lag,
and the scattering and even loss of the resultant
collections and data. Their report offered several
important recommendations for future federally-
sponsored archeological programs, including
that: 
• a “guiding force” should be established to

provide central direction to the effort; 
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The year 1945 saw American archeology facing a
major crisis. The Japanese surrender in August
marked the end of World War II, and it was the signal
for the United States to begin its transition back to a
peacetime status. As part of the transition, the Bureau
of Reclamation and the Corps of Engineers moved to
activate plans for the construction of a vast reservoir
system throughout the country. Well before the war
ended, it was obvious that the building of the dams
and the filling of the reservoirs would result in an
unparalleled destruction of archeological materials.
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• the professional personnel engaged in such
programs should not be burdened with
administrative responsibilities, but rather
should remain free to concentrate their atten-
tion on archeological matters; 

• properly qualified organizations and person-
nel should be selected; and 

• analysis and reporting of research should be
completed for each project undertaken. 
Based on this report, the Committee for the

Recovery of Archaeological Remains was estab-
lished in May 1945 and became the aforemen-
tioned “guiding force” recommended by the
planning committee.3

The federal government’s response to this
call for action was the establishment of the
Interagency Archeological and Paleontological
Salvage Program, later shortened to the
Interagency Archeological Salvage Program.
Created in the late summer and early fall of
1945, the Interagency Archeological Salvage
Program was a multi-agency, cooperative pro-
gram designed to inventory and assess the impor-
tance of archeological resources in planned reser-
voir areas, and to preserve a portion of the arche-
ological record in those reservoir areas by
conducting excavations at selected sites.

Participating organizations were the Bureau
of Reclamation (Reclamation) and the Corps of
Engineers (Corps) as the nation’s foremost dam-
building agencies; the Smithsonian Institution as
the scientific research arm of the federal govern-
ment; the National Park Service (NPS) as the
federal bureau with legislatively-mandated
responsibility for surveying the nation’s archeo-
logical and historical resources; and the

Committee for the Recovery of Archaeological
Remains as the principal advisory spokesgroup
for the archeological profession. State and local
universities, historical societies, and museums
also participated as cooperating institutions,
doing survey and excavation.

In 1945, a memorandum of understanding
between the NPS and the Smithsonian
Institution formally initiated the Interagency
Archeological Salvage Program and defined the
relationship between the two groups. The
Smithsonian Institution established the River
Basin Surveys to carry out archeological survey
and salvage projects throughout the nation. The
Smithsonian Institution, through the River Basin
Surveys Program, assumed responsibility for field
investigations; provided technical supervision and
personnel; and served as liaison with the NPS in
planning and programming. The NPS served as
liaison between the various participating agen-
cies; was responsible for overall program plan-
ning, funding, and administration; and enlisted
the cooperation of state and local institutions.
State and local institutions often provided space
for field offices and laboratories; furnished advice
and assistance through institutional staff; and car-
ried out their own survey and salvage efforts,
often by means of cost-sharing contracts adminis-
tered by the NPS.

The role of Reclamation and the Corps was,
of course, to plan and implement their water
control programs of dam-building and reservoir
construction, and in addition, to share their
water resource development plans with the NPS
and the River Basin Surveys. In the earliest stages
of the Interagency Archeological Salvage
Program, Reclamation and the Corps also pro-
vided funds for the archeological salvage work.
After 1947, Congressionally-appropriated funds
were administered through the NPS.

The Work
From 1946 through 1967, the substantial

sum of $9,000,000 was expended on Interagency
Archeological Salvage Program field investiga-
tions in prospective reservoir locations through-
out the United States. During these years, River
Basin Surveys research offices were established in
Eugene, Oregon; Austin, Texas; Berkeley,
California; and Lincoln, Nebraska. Surveys in
more than 500 reservoir areas in 43 states led to
the recording of an estimated 20,000 sites.4

Following survey, over 500 major excavations
were conducted to further document significant
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prehistoric and historic archeological sites prior
to inundation. Despite chronic problems with
analysis and reporting subsequent to field work, a
1968 bibliography of works resulting directly
from this program5 lists more than 2,600 pub-
lished and unpublished reports which were the
immediate result of Interagency Archeological
Salvage Program projects.

The Missouri Basin Project
The Missouri River basin was the focus of

the first Interagency Archeological Salvage
Program work. The project office in Lincoln,
Nebraska, formally called the Missouri Basin
Project, was also the largest and longest-lived of
the River Basin Surveys field offices. The
Missouri Basin Project existed for nearly 23 years,
during which time it was central to River Basin
Surveys program activities. Waldo R. Wedel was
its first director; employment on the Missouri
Basin Project field projects trained hundreds of
students in archeological field and laboratory
techniques. Many of these trainees went on to
successful professional archeological careers.

During its lifespan, the Missouri Basin
Project gathered massive amounts of data on pre-
historic and historic archeological sites along the
Missouri River and its tributaries, even as dam
closure and reservoir flooding began to cover the
very resources being studied. Petsche’s 1968 bibli-
ography contains 898 entries for states which
border the Missouri River, or 34.5% of all reports
listed. Lehmer noted that as a result of the
Interagency Archeological Salvage Program over
800 sites were recorded in the Missouri River val-
ley and more than 1.5 million artifacts and speci-
mens were cataloged at the Missouri Basin
Project alone. Archeological work in the Missouri

Basin Project continues to the present through
reservoir shoreline monitoring, stabilization, and
salvage under the direct auspices of Reclamation
and the Corps on lands they respectively admin-
ister.

In 1969, after the major Missouri River
dams were completed, the River Basin Surveys
program was officially dissolved and responsibil-
ity for administering the Interagency
Archeological Salvage Program transferred to the
newly-established Midwest Archeological Center
of the NPS. The Midwest Archeological Center
continued to carry out Interagency Archeological
Salvage Program work in the Missouri basin until
the passage of the Archeological and Historic
Preservation Act of 1974. This work included
several projects in Reclamation project areas and
was funded with money transferred to Midwest
Archeological Center by Reclamation. The new
law authorized all federal agencies to expend
funds for archeological investigations in connec-
tion with agency programs and activities.
Consequently, many federal land-managing
bureaus hired archeologists and other cultural
resource specialists to help administer these
responsibilities. Reclamation was one of the first
to respond to this expanded authority, and soon
administered many archeological investigations
under the guidance of Senior Reclamation
Archeologist Ward F. Weakly, who was hired for
that purpose in 1974.

Lessons Learned
Cultural resource management archeology

had its beginnings in the Interagency
Archeological Salvage Program with its innova-
tive and enduring multi-disciplinary and multi-
agency approach. Perhaps more importantly, the
recruiting and coordination of multi-disciplinary
teams of archeologists, paleontologists, historians,
and hydraulic engineers for the salvage of archeo-
logical resources in the face of impending inun-
dation and destruction served as a model for
what later became the field of conservation arche-
ology.6

Despite the many positive results of the
Interagency Archeological Salvage Program, it
was unable to avoid many of the problems antici-
pated by the planning committee of 1944/45.
Without doubt, one of the most immediate and
continuing problems facing archeologists and
agencies is the progressive destruction of archeo-
logical sites and environs along the reservoirs.
Shoreline fluctuations and bank destabilization
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continue to take a heavy toll on these resources,
and once resources are exposed by these
processes, the work of professional and amateur
looters assures even more rapid destruction and
degradation of these sites.

The scattering of collections and loss of
data is a second “most important problem” faced
by contemporary and future archeologists and
researchers. While a central laboratory was estab-
lished in Lincoln for the initial processing of
archeological collections from Missouri basin
reservoirs, these collections were never gathered
into a single permanent repository. Over the
years, the Interagency Archeological Salvage
Program collections have suffered from inade-
quate facilities. Overcrowded storage, lack of
inventory control, and poor curatorial oversight
potentially have damaged the research value of
many Interagency Archeological Salvage Program
artifacts and associated documents. Many federal
agencies and professional societies currently are
working to generate standards, guidelines, and
policies for the curation of such archeological col-
lections and are seeking ways to correct the prob-
lems.

Conclusion
Today, the archeological collections gener-

ated by the Interagency Archeological Salvage
Program are housed and curated in various repos-
itories including the Smithsonian Institution.
However, much to the frustration of researchers
interested in previous work, done in a particular
locale or region, is that there is no convenient or
ready way to ascertain the existence, extent, or
location of many individual collections. Modern
web technology, however, holds the potential for

institutional web site listings of Interagency
Archeological Salvage Program archeological col-
lections and records, which would be an invalu-
able tool for present-day and future researchers.

The Interagency Archeological Salvage
Program began modestly, but with much
promise, in 1945. In less than 30 years it pro-
duced, through the enormous efforts of many
people and agencies, an unmatched and irreplace-
able heritage of archeological practice and mater-
ial data. Perhaps it is once again time for con-
cerned archeologists to attempt another multi-
agency effort in order to develop a unified
program to ensure that Interagency Archeological
Salvage Program data—so painstakingly col-
lected—continue to be available for future use.
_______________
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